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they	 are.	 The	 paper	 argues	 that	 wellbeing	 advocates	 primarily	 construct	 people	 as	
psychological	 subjects.	 	 The	 research	 in	 Zambia	 suggests	 instead	 that	 we	 should	 view	
people	as	moral	 subjects.	 	 This	does	not	mean	 that	people	always	get	 things	 right,	but	
that	 for	most	 people,	much	of	 the	 time,	 trying	 to	do	 so	matters.	 	 The	paper	 closes	 by	















points	 I	 am	 hoping	 to	 make	 tonight,	 about	 what	 comes	 out	 of	 the	 research	 we	 have	 done	 on	
wellbeing.	
	






at	 the	 Centre	 for	 Development	 Studies,	 I	 suggest	 we	 need	 to	 move	 away	 from	 an	 emphasis	 on	




them	 as	 subjects,	 this	 raises	 the	 question,	 what	 kind	 of	 subject?	 I	 am	 going	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	
dominant	 approach	 in	 our	 society	 –	 as	 in	 wellbeing	 –	 is	 to	 see	 people	 as	 psychological	 subjects,	
prioritising	what	 people	 think	 or	 feel	 in	 accounts	 of	 the	 self.	 Our	 research	 in	 southern	 Africa	 and	
South	Asia	makes	me	 think	 that	 instead	we	 should	 regard	 people	 as	moral	 subjects.	 	 This	 doesn’t	





with	you.	 	What	 I	 think	 is	 critical	about	 the	moral,	however,	 is	 that	 it	 is	essentially	 relational.	 	 It	 is	




































































What	 is	 important	to	note	 is	 that	 it	 is	not	all	sunny	side	up.	Sukhi	was	seriously	aggrieved	that	she	
was	not	receiving	the	benefits	she	felt	she	was	entitled	to.		And	the	loss	of	her	husband	and	one	of	
her	 sons	 had	 clearly	 had	 a	major	 impact.	 	 So	 in	 international	 development	 at	 least,	 talking	 about	









That	 it	 is	 a	major	 concern	 is	 hard	 to	 dispute.	We	 are	 constantly	 being	 exhorted	 to	 eat	 better	 and	
exercise	 more,	 to	 relax	 and	 cultivate	 mindfulness,	 to	 get	 out	 in	 the	 open	 air	 or	 spend	 time	












and	 economy	 that	 have	 seen	 the	 space	 for	 community	 –	 or	 the	 social	more	broadly	 -	 increasingly	
eroded	by	the	expansion	of	the	state	and	(especially)	the	market.		This	has	removed	many	of	the	ties	
that	both	kept	us	in	our	place	and	also	told	us	who	we	are.			You’ll	be	relieved	to	know	that	I	haven’t	




So	 what	 are	 the	 main	 solutions	 proposed?	 The	 main	 one	 is	 to	 consume	 more.	 But	 good	 stuff.		
























Of	 course	 this	 isn’t,	 at	 least	 in	
any	 obvious	way,	 being	 forced	
on	 us,	 we	 do	 it	 to	 ourselves.	
And	 I	am	not	meaning	to	deny	
that	 these	 things	 can	 help	 –	
people	 love	 their	 Fitbits!	 	 And	
my	sons	will	tell	you	that	I	start	
to	 go	 crazy	 if	 I	 don’t	 have	 a	
swim	 every	 couple	 of	 days...		
Encouraging	people	to	be	more	
responsible	 for	 their	 own	 self-
care	 also	 makes	 sense	 when	
we	 want	 to	 lead	 long	 healthy	
lives	 and	 the	 demand	 for	
health	 and	 social	 care	
significantly	 outstrips	 supply.	
















the	 second	 sentence,	 that	 if	 the	 solutions	we	 propose	 reflect	 the	 same	 culture	 or	 thinking	 as	 the	
problems	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	 address,	 we	 will	 achieve	 only	 the	 very	 narrowest	 perimeters	 of	
change.	
	
And	of	 course	 these	 responses	bring	problems	of	 their	own,	not	 least	 that	many	of	 them	–	eating	
organic	being	an	obvious	example	–	 	 have	a	 clear	 class	 and	 sometimes	 race	bias.	 	We	are	back	 to	





For	 all	 the	 emphasis	 on	 the	 body	 in	 images	 of	wellbeing,	 our	 dominant	model	 of	 the	 person	 is	 of	
psychological	 subjects,	 people	whose	 true	 selves	 reside	 in	 their	 thoughts	 and	 emotions.	 	 This	 is	 a	















from	‘the	 leg	 in	bed	nine’	of	 the	bad	old	days	of	clinical	practice,	 to	 ‘the	brain	 in	 image	541’!	 	And	
again,	 I	 am	 not	 intending	 to	 say	 that	 all	 this	 is	 bad.	 	 There	 is	 clearly	much	 to	 be	 learned	 through	
neurological	analysis.		But	when	we	find	it	difficult	to	think	of	ourselves	in	other	than	technical	terms,	
and	when	we	 generalise	 these	ways	of	 thinking	 as	 the	 truth	 about	 human	being	 that	 holds	 for	 all	








This	 stems	 –	 as	 the	 picture	
shows	 –from	 the	 insight	
that	 people	 don’t	 actually	
behave	 in	 the	 ways	 that	
economists	 expected	 them	
to	 behave	 –	 who’d	 have	
thought	 it!	 	 So	 small	
prompts	 –	 sweets	 by	 the	
cashier	–	lead	systematically	
to	 bad	 choices	 –	 buying	
sweets	 when	 you	 came	 to	
the	 shop	 for	 cabbage	 -	 as	
we	 are	 far	 less	 in	 control,	
and	far	less	rational	–	in	the	
sense	 of	 doing	 what	 would	
be	 in	 our	 ‘true’	 best	
interests	 –	 than	 we	 like	 to	
think	of	ourselves.	
	
When	 the	 WB	 brings	 this	
thinking	 into	 international	





(notice	the	use	of	a	 technical	 term	to	describe	a	human	characteristic)	 to	make	good	decisions	
because	they	are	too	busy	worrying	about	their	economic	situation.		
2. This	of	course	 justifies	 intervention	–	full	bellies	know	better	than	empty	ones	–	 in	the	familiar	
paternalism	we	recognise	from	colonialism.		
3. This	way	of	thinking	also	strips	away	all	notions	of	culture	or	social	difference	or	the	politics	of	
perspective.	 	The	‘we’	of	behavioural	economics	is	universal	and	magisterial,	 it	 is	a	classic	‘view	
from	nowhere’,	so	criticised	in	feminist	and	anti-racist	scholarship.			













are	 far	 more	 susceptible	 to	 influence	 than	 we	 imagine,	 and	 the	 autonomous	 individual	 that	 our	
culture	likes	to	promote	is	simply	a	myth.	What	I	am	drawing	attention	to	is	the	way	that	models	of	
the	 psychological	 subject	 can	 easily	 lend	 their	 weight	 towards	 reinforcing	 existing	 hierarchies	 of	









Asked	about	wellbeing	–	or	what	makes	 life	good	–	people	 in	our	research	 invariably	talked	first	of	
‘having	 enough’,	 not	 as	 just	 as	 individuals,	 but	 rather	 to	care	 –	 to	 feed	 the	 family,	 to	 get	 the	 kids	
through	school	–	and	to	share	with	others	in	need.		The	need	for	a	basic	level	of	welfare	is	true	for	us	




identify	wellbeing	in	collective	terms,	 invariably	talking	of	 lives	shared	with	others.	 	This	often	goes	
beyond	the	immediate	family	to	broader	kin	and	community	relations.	Second,	relationships	figure	as	
the	means	through	which	people	get	what	they	need.		Think	back	to	Sukhi,	the	Indian	woman	whose	
image	 I	 showed	earlier.	 	She	depended	critically	on	her	 relationships,	particularly	with	her	son	and	




This	 emphasis	 on	 the	 material	 and	 the	 relational	 dimensions	 of	 wellbeing,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	
subjective	 is	 something	 that	 came	 out	 strongly	 from	 the	 first	 research	 on	 wellbeing	 that	 we	
undertook	 at	 the	 Centre	 for	 Development	 Studies:	 the	 Wellbeing	 in	 Developing	 Countries	
programme,	or	WeD.	 	The	simplest	way	to	express	 this	was	a	 triangle.	This	 resists	 the	tendency	to	
separate	out	the	different	aspects	of	wellbeing	–	material	in	one	bag,	relational	in	another,	subjective	






The	trouble	with	this	 image	is	that	 it	 is	very	static.	 It	cannot	capture	the	ebb	and	flow	of	wellbeing	
over	time,	or	the	shifting	dynamics	between	the	different	dimensions.		
	
For	 a	 relational	 approach	 to	wellbeing	we	
need	 an	 image	 that	 can	 capture	 better	 a	
sense	 of	 movement,	 the	 energy	 and	
dynamism	of	a	dance	as	different	elements	
interact	 with	 one	 another	 and	 are	
transformed	 through	 their	 interaction.		
This	 is	what	 is	 conveyed	 in	 the	 image	 that	
was	used	to	publicise	this	talk.	The	picture	
(figure	 6.)	 shows	 a	 pre-wedding	
celebration,	 a	 dance	 in	 which	 different	
women	 friends	 take	 turns	 to	 carry	 the	
bride	 about.	 	Most	 obviously	 it	 shows	 lots	
of	 smiles,	 which	 are	 perhaps	 the	 most	
widely	 recognised	 and	 cross-culturally	
validated	indicators	of	wellbeing.	But	more	
importantly	 it	 shows	 people	 celebrating	
together,	 sharing	 an	 occasion	 which	 itself	
generates	 a	 sense	 of	 wellbeing.	 	 This	
suggests	wellbeing	as	a	kind	of	energy	that	
emerges	 through	 relationship,	 rather	 than	
being	 something	 held	 within	 individuals.	
Something	 that	 is	 engendered	 in	 and	




presents	 the	 inter-relations	 between	 personal	 structures	 and	 processes	 –	 individuals’	 personal	
histories	 and	 changing	 relations	within	 themselves	 over	 time	 and	 interaction	with	 others;	 societal	
























We	 did	 two	 rounds	 of	 fieldwork	 of	 four	 months	 each	 in	 both	 communities.	 	 The	 area	 where	 we	
worked	in	Zambia	was	called	Chiawa.		The	research	involved	surveys	with	an	average	of	390	people	
in	each	round	plus	46	life	history	case	studies.	Survey	respondents	were	adult	household	heads,	male	
and	 female,	 with	 each	 partner	 surveyed	 separately.	 	 25	 per	 cent	 of	 our	 sample	 were	 households	
headed	 by	 divorced	 or	 widowed	 women	 since	 such	 women	 generally	 face	 particular	 social	 and	
economic	challenges.			
	
Our	 schooling	 in	 the	 wellbeing	 literature	 meant	 that	 we	 were	 eager	 to	 understand	 people’s	
subjective	experience,	their	thoughts	and	especially	emotions.		This	wasn’t	straightforward,	because	
people	clearly	weren’t	used	 to	presenting	 themselves	–	or	maybe	even	 thinking	of	 themselves	 -	 in	
these	ways.	For	example,	during	grounding	and	piloting	in	India	we	were	trying	to	develop	a	question	








We	 found	 the	same	pattern	 in	 the	 interviews.	 	Perhaps	most	commonly,	people	would	 respond	 to	
questions	about	their	thoughts	and	emotions	by	referring	instead	to	the	material	and/or	relational.		
This	happened	even	when	the	context	seemed	to	us	a	clearly	emotional	one.	 	For	example,	after	a	
woman	 in	 Chiawa	 described	 how	 happy	 she	 was	 in	 her	 early	 married	 life,	 it	 emerged	 that	 her	
husband	was	 then	working	 in	a	 safari	 lodge,	meaning	he	was	away	 for	at	 least	a	month	at	a	 time.	
When	asked	whether	she	found	this	hard,	she	robustly	returned	to	the	material:		
‘I	was	happy	because	 I	 knew	 that	he	was	out	 there	 looking	 for	money	 that	was	
going	to	help	us.’5	




in	 the	 same	way.	 	 People	 index	 the	 emotional	 as	 they	 talk	 of	 the	material.	 	 And	 the	material	 and	
emotional	are	closely	intertwined.			Love	is	expressed	in	providing.		
Frustrating	as	it	was	for	a	wellbeing	researcher,	it	was	clear	that	people	were	resisting	our	invitation	
to	present	 themselves	as	 the	psychological	 subjects	 that	most	of	 the	wellbeing	 literature	assumes.		
The	question	was,	how	were	they	presenting	themselves?	Being	good	sociologists,	we	saw	them	first	







presenting	 themselves,	 rather,	 as	 moral	 subjects.	 This	 was	 most	 obvious	 in	 people’s	 repeated	
references	to	God	or	faith,	especially	when	we	asked	how	they	cope	with	daily	struggles,	what	gives	
them	the	 strength	 to	 carry	on.	 	But	 it	was	not	 limited	 to	 this.	 	 It	was	 rather	 the	dominant	melody	

















Then,	 however,	 disaster	 struck.	 There	 was	 a	 robbery	 at	 Thomas’s	 work	 and	 he	 was	 accused	 and	
arrested.	Although	there	was	no	evidence	against	him	and	the	people	who	did	the	 job	said	he	had	
not	 been	 involved,	 Thomas	was	 kept	 in	 prison	waiting	 for	 the	 case	 to	 come	 to	 court.	 	 Conditions	







It	 is	 as	 though	 there	 is	 a	 struggle	 between	 two	 alternate	 narratives,	 which	 appear	 in	many	 ways	
contradictory,	but	nonetheless	coexist	and	perhaps	at	some	level	depend	on	each	other.7		The	first	is	





This	 is	 linked	with	a	recognition	of	human	frailty:	 ‘Because	I	know	I	can	make	a	mistake,	somebody	


















to	 a	broader	 social	 one,	 suggesting	 that	 if	more	people	 thought	 like	him	 they	would	be	 living	 in	 a	
good	community	where	no-one	would	suffer	hunger,	no	child	be	unable	to	go	to	school,	no	ill	person	
be	 too	poor	 to	go	 to	hospital,	 and	everyone	would	be	able	 to	enjoy	good	quality	housing.	 	Higher	
morality	 in	 personal	 relations,	 in	 short,	 would	 bring	 about	 improved	 welfare	 and	 economic	
development.		
The	 second	 narrative	 is	 much	 more	 tentative	 and	 fragmented.	 As	 with	 the	 positive	 assertions	 of	
moral	virtue,	this	second	narrative	also	presents	a	moral	self,	but	this	time	one	of	faltering	and	self-
doubt.	 	 Its	 primary	 focus	 is	 Thomas’	 anxiety	 that	 he	 will	 be	 unable	 to	 provide	 adequately	 for	 his	
family,	and	his	fear	of	personal	failure.		The	uncertainty	he	feels	about	himself	also	extends	to	others.	






It	 is	 easy	 to	 attribute	 this	 second	narrative	of	 uncertainty	 and	 fear	 of	 deceit	 to	 the	deep	personal	
harm	that	Thomas	has	suffered,	and	this	is	clearly	a	significant	part	of	the	story.		This	would	keep	it	
within	the	personal	processes	node.		But	the	interviews	with	other	people	too	are	full	of	references	
to	 ‘jealousy’	 and	 harmful	 gossip,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 pattern	 of	 conditional	 trust	may	 be	 broader-
based.	 	 The	 social	 is	 extremely	 strong	 in	 Chiawa,	 with	 a	 large	 number	 of	 people	 linked	 through	
kinship.	 	 As	 we’ve	 seen,	 this	 sense	 of	 underlying	 ties	 can	 temper	 conflicts	 and	 encourage	
reconciliation.	 	 But	 close	 ties	 also	 mean	multiple	 claims	 and	 expectations	 that	 can	 be	 difficult	 to	
honour,	especially	 in	a	context	of	general	scarcity.	The	phrase	 ‘you	never	know	what	 is	 in	people’s	
hearts’	 is	 a	 very	 common	 one,	 and	 hints	 at	 the	 threat	 of	witchcraft.	 	 The	 frequency	 of	witchcraft	
allegations	shows	the	ambivalence	of	relationships	even	amongst	close	kin8.	 It	 is	 important	to	note	
that,	 while	 witchcraft	 tends	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 ‘traditional’	 Africa,	 both	 historical	 and	 anthropological	
evidence	 shows	 that	 the	 frequency	of	witchcraft	 accusations	 fluctuates,	 and	 these	 rise	 in	 times	of	
social	transition	and	economic	change9.	
This	 uncertainty	 in	 personal	 relations	 also	mirrors	 the	 precarity	 of	 Thomas’s	 household	 economy.		
This	 similarity	 is	 not	 coincidental	 -	 social	 ties	 provide	 the	primary	means	 to	 assemble	 a	 livelihood.		




Some	of	 the	 land	comes	under	 long	established	private	plantations.	 	The	 rest	was	customary	 land,	
held	by	the	chieftainess	on	behalf	of	her	people.		However,	in	1995	a	land	act	was	passed	which	gave	












those	who	 farm	 the	 land	 even	 being	 notified.	 	 Local	 people’s	 already	 difficult	 livelihoods	 are	 thus	
being	 further	 threatened.	 	While	 traditionally	 the	 chief	 governs	 along	with	 the	 advice	 of	 the	 royal	
family,	power	has	become	 increasingly	concentrated,	as	she	refers	primarily	 to	a	small	elite	group.		




Coming	 now	 to	 the	 environmental	 processes,	 we	 can	 see	 that	 Thomas’	 economic	 precarity	 is	
underscored	by	the	risks	of	their	natural	environment,	on	which	they	depend	for	their	livelihoods	but	
which	also	constitutes	great	danger.	 	Chiawa	 is	on	 the	edge	of	a	national	park,	and	 the	number	of	
wild	animals	has	been	 increasing.	Like	other	villagers,	 in	search	of	wood	for	 fuel	Thomas	has	 to	go	
into	 the	 bush,	 risking	 an	 encounter	 with	 an	 elephant	 or	 buffalo.	 	 To	make	 some	 income	 he	 goes	







ever	 smaller	 patches	 of	 land.	 	 As	 land	 is	 fenced	 off	 by	 lodges	 or	 plantations,	 it	 not	 only	 removes	




and	one	filled	with	distrust	and	fear	of	 failure.	This	 is	mirrored	 in	a	further	uncertainty	about	what	
rules	apply,	about	the	nature	of	the	moral	universe.	On	the	one	hand,	as	I	have	already	said,	Thomas	
relates	 his	 moral	 behaviour	 explicitly	 back	 to	 Christian	 codes	 and	 teachings.	 	 On	 the	 other	 he	
describes	a	crisis	in	his	faith	which	he	has	not	overcome.	When	nothing	happened	after	he	prayed	in	
prison	for	God’s	help,	he	asked	his	mother	in	desperation	to	go	to	the	witch	doctors	to	see	if	there	
was	anything	 that	 they	might	be	able	 to	do	 for	him.	 	References	 to	God	and	witchcraft	are	evenly	
balanced	in	Thomas’s	interviews.	In	his	everyday	conversations,	witchcraft	was	far	more	prominent.		
While	Christianity	still	 resonates	strongly	with	him,	he	also	believes	 in	 the	power	of	witchcraft	and	
sees	it	as	having	had	a	significant	part	to	play	in	his	own	story.		Along	with	his	uncertainty	about	his	







The	 first	 is	 to	 shift	 from	 objectifying	 people	 to	 recognising	 them	 as	moral	 subjects,	 with	 a	 critical	













In	this	 lecture	 I	have	concentrated	mostly	on	the	question	of	the	moral	subject	at	a	personal	 level.		
Casting	 wellbeing	 as	 a	 moral	 issue,	 however,	 also	 turns	 our	 attention	 beyond	 the	 nodes	 in	
themselves,	 to	 the	 relations	 between	 them.	 	What	 are	 the	 terms	 on	which	 personal,	 societal	 and	



















Nearer	 to	 Bath,	 in	 Frome,	 it	
was	 recently	 reported	 that	
emergency	 hospital	
admissions	 were	 down	 by	
17%	 over	 three	 years	 after	 a	
programme	 of	 ‘health	
connectors’	 brought	 ill	 and	
lonely	 people	 into	 social	
contact.	 	 Over	 the	 same	
period	 emergency	 hospital	
admissions	 in	 Somerset	 as	 a	
whole	increased	by	29%.11	
	
Here	 in	 the	 University	 of	
Bath,	 researchers	 are	
working	 with	 Wessex	 Water	
on	 a	 project	 that	 springs	
from	exactly	 the	 interactions	
I	have	been	talking	about	–	personal	unhappiness	and	 illness	 linked	to	social	 inequalities	and	other	




even	 though	 they	 have	 developed	 through	 quite	 different	 trajectories.	 	 But	 what	 is	 the	 point	 of	
looking	at	a	rural	area	in	Zambia?	
	













constructions	of	wellbeing,	which	see	 it	either	 in	 terms	of	happiness	or	of	mental	health.	The	dark	




have	been	able	 to	 spend	 some	of	my	 time	with	people	 in	other	parts	of	 the	world	who	 see	 some	
things	quite	differently	to	our	society’s	defaults.		What	is	important	is	not	whether	they	are	right	and	
we	are	wrong,	or	vice	versa.		We	are	all	forged	in	relation	to	a	particular	context	and	our	perspectives	
share	 both	 the	 particular	 insights	 that	 this	 affords	 and	 its	 particular	 blindspots.	 	 The	 point	 is	 that	
there	 is	 difference,	 that	 our	 way,	 with	 all	 its	 scientific	 language	 and	 technical	 sophistication	 and	
quantifiable	evidence,	is	not	the	only	way,	is	not	the	one	truth.	We	are	not	alone	in	the	universe,	and	
for	all	that	international	development	assumes	that	we	have	much	to	teach	other	people,	the	fact	is	































development	 practice	 and	 policy	 making.	 In	 December	 2011,	 the	 Bath	 Papers	 in	 International	
Development	(BPD)	working	paper	series	was	merged	with	the	Wellbeing	in	Developing	Countries	
(WeD)	Working	Paper	Series,	which	has	now	been	discontinued.	The	new	series,	Bath	Papers	 in	
International	Development	and	Well-Being	continues	the	numbering	of	the	BPD	series.	
	
Bath	Papers	in	International	Development	and	Well-Being	(BPIDW)	
Bath	Papers	in	International	Development	and	Well-Being	publishes	research	and	policy	analysis	by	
scholars	and	development	practitioners	in	the	CDS	and	its	wider	network.	 Submissions	to	the	series	
are	encouraged;	submissions	should	be	directed	to	the	Series	Editor,	and	will	be	subject	to	a	blind	
peer	review	process	prior	to	acceptance.	
	
Series	Editors:	Sarah	White	and	Daniel	Wroe	
Website:	http://www.bath.ac.uk/cds/publications	
Email:	s.c.white@bath.ac.uk			
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